
Tips and Tricks for Playing the Siku or Zampoña Panpipes!
by Richard Ball

The panpipes are considered to be  some of the  oldest of the world’s instruments. They can be found throughout the world. They frequently 
occur in places where bamboo grows naturally, as they are often made of sections of bamboo cut to different lengths. However, panpipes can be 
made from any hollow tube, and I have seen them made from bone, carved rock, and bored pieces of wood. Today, they can be easily  made 
from PVC and other plastics.

Despite the widespread use of these flutes, this article will focus on the flutes and techniques from the Andes, particularly Bolivia and Peru, the 
areas from where my teachers came. There are two primary types of pan flutes. The first is a single row of tubes tuned to a diatonic scale, often 
tied in an arc, known as the antara. 

Antara Basic Malta Siku Large, Extended Siku

The other variety of flute is known as the  siku or zampoña. These flutes usually consist of two or three rows of tubes that move up in thirds, 
skipping a note  between each tube. Traditionally, these pipes were played by two players using a method known as hocket or sikuatu in which 
each player plays the notes of the melody that  fall  on his or  her row of pipes. This method gives an interesting stereophonic effect, as the 
melody moves back and forth between the players.

More recently, players have been tying the rows of tubes together, so that the instruments can be played by a single musician. This is the 
method this article will investigate. Although  modern sikus can be vast, covering many octaves and playing all twelve  chromatic notes, the core 
of the siku is relatively  simple. It is based on one six-pipe row known as the ira which means “leader,” and a seven-pipe row known as arka, 
which means “follower.” This siku is commonly known as the malta or midrange siku. Put together, they look like this:

The lower notes are to the right, and the higher notes are to the left. The ira is the top row, and the arka is the low row.

This can also be written on the musical staff, using a TABlature system to number the pipes as indicated below:

Ira

Arka



The numbers correspond to the pipes, and the i and a below the notes indicate whether the row is the ira or arka. 

Blowing the Pipes

The technique to play the siku is the same as blowing across a bottle to produce a sound. The lips are pursed and a portion of the air is directed 
into the pipe, while a portion of the air is blown across the top. The pipes are slightly angled at approximately 45 degrees, so that the air is 
directed toward the sharp edge of the back side of the pipe.

The arka row is close to the face, while the ira row is farther away. It usually makes it easier to play if the ira row is slightly raised, as it  makes 
the pipes a little easier to reach. In playing, the pipes are moved while the head remains still.

Ira (i)

Arka (a)

Tuning the Pipes

Panpipes are often made to be slightly flat in pitch. If they are flat, they are easy to tune. If they are sharp, however, the only thing that can be 
done is to turn the pipe downward when you play the out-of-tune pipe. If the pipe is significantly flat, that pipe can be pushed forward out of 
the tied bundle. Next, place a piece of sandpaper on a flat surface, turn the pipe upside down, and sand the pipe to raise the pitch. Be sure to 
keep the pipe opening flat, and do not tune it all the way up to pitch. Being a little flat is workable.

Also, when the pipes are slightly flat, it can then be raised to pitch by  putting a small amount of bee’s wax in the pipe, pushing it down with a 
dowel. This will allow one to be able to flatten the pitch by scraping some of the bee’s wax out of the bottom. The pitch of bamboo can change 
significantly in different levels of humidity or temperature.

Playing the Pipes

Perhaps the best way to learn how to play  the siku is through  playing songs. I have transcribed two of my favorite songs from Bolivia, 
“Recuerdos” (“Memories”) and “El Condor Soladario” (“The Lone Condor”). I have written them in standard notation, and used the TABlature 



method described above to make them easier to play.

The song, “Recuerdos,” is a traditional song from Bolivia. It is often played slowly to start, increasing in both speed and excitement until the 
end. However, it works well at most any tempo. It  is also nice to play as a ballad. The practice of sikuatu, having one person play the ira row and 
another person play the anka row, works very nicely with this piece.

“Condor Solidario" is a fast  and dynamic song, often performed with a band having a charango (four-stringed, guitar-like instrument) and drums. 
Most often, the panpipe player switches to the quena, an end-blown notch flute indigenous to the area, after repeating the first  line several 
times on the siku. The contrast of the airiness of the siku and the shrillness of the quena add to the tension of this song. But, it can be played 
entirely on the siku, if desired. This is a fun song for learning. It is in the key of A minor.



Additional Techniques for the Panpipes

Flutter Tonguing: This technique makes a very unique sound on the panpipes. This involves making a rolled “r” sound while blowing, as in the 
“rr” sound in the Spanish language. It is pleasing on the lower pipes, and it can be very exciting on the higher pipes.

Staccato: This technique makes a very sharp sound on the pipes. This involves making a very powerful, quick unvoiced “t” sound while blowing. 

Over Blowing: By over blowing, meaning blowing louder than necessary to produce a quality  tone, one can make some of the pipes produce 
some harmonic overtones. This is good for emphasis, but should be used sparingly.

Vibrato: Vibrato can be achieved by gently shaking the pipes with the hand. However, keep the head still.

Glissando: This technique works a little better on the antara, but it can be used if you want to melodically jump by thirds. This technique 
involves blowing continuously while sliding up or down over several of the pipes.

Flutter Tongue Glissando: This technique, which combines the flutter tongue with the glissando, is a sound completely unique to the panpipes.

Tying

There are many ways to tie the panpipes together, and they often need to be retied over time. Often, one  will retie panpipes after purchasing a 
set, as they usually need to be tuned, and also because  they are often tied quickly  just to get them out to sell. There is a good deal of artistry 
involved in tying the pipes. I would like to write  a future article  on some of the techniques. In general, if you are retying, think in terms of 
strength and stability, as well  as in terms of “string art” many of us may have done as a children. Cotton kite string works well, as it has some 
stretch, and will tighten naturally. But, it will  also loosen after time. Nylon string offers good results. In many  instances, flute players use their 
tying techniques as sort of a trademark. There are certain tricks, but this lends itself to an entirely new article.

Extending the Siku

The six- and seven-tube ira and arka pipes are a good way to start, but many people expand their flutes to include higher and lower pitches. 
Often, a third row of pipes is added that includes the additional  notes in the chromatic scale that  do not exist in the traditional siku (i.e., D#, 
F, G#, Bb, and C#). Flute makers will often add a full octave above and below the malta or mid-range siku. The techniques remain the same, 
but one needs to keep in mind that the same tones appear in the different rows. So, one  needs to sort of imagine a mirror image of the malta 
siku when going up and down the octaves.

There are significant advantages to the  extended siku. The deep tones are  very  rich and dramatic. The high tones are very  sharp and piercing, 
and can add excitement to music. The addition of the third row to make a complete chromatic  scale then allows us to play any  pitches on the 
siku, vastly opening the possibilities of music performance.

Player’s View of the Extended Siku

Top View, Showing All Three Rows



The third row, with the additional chromatic pitches, are often added to the top, although there  are some players who add the row at the 
bottom. It is important to keep the pipes aligned with the triangles clear, in order to preserve one’s point of reference.

The siku is an extremely  expressive instrument that is a joy  to hear and to play. Its tone can be dark and airy, or sharp and crisp, with techniques 
such as flutter tonguing, staccato, and glissando adding a variety of very  exotic  sounds. Once one has mastered the basic  techniques of this 
instrument, it  is very  easy to transfer over to other panpipes, such as the nay of Romania, not to be confused with the end-blown fingered ney 
flutes of Persia, Turkey, and Egypt; the Chinese paixiao; the antara; and the Russian kuvytsis. Like the South American pan flutes, all  of these 
instruments have interesting and ancient traditions attached to them.

Richard Ball  is a musician, composer, special education teacher, and artist  living in the Colorado Rocky  Mountains. He plays a variety of music, 
from jazz to free-improvisation to world-beat and meditation. Richard has numerous solo and ensemble recordings to his name, and he is a 
frequent performer in a variety of venues in the Denver/Boulder and mountain areas. He has had the unique opportunity to travel  to many 
exotic locations in the world where he has studied cultural music. For more information about Richard, as well as the ability to listen to all of 
his albums for free, please visit: www.ballflutes.com
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